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Peasants and Penillion
PEASANTS SINGING WITH BLIND HARPIST JOHN SMITH, ¢c1792

Julius Caesar Ibbetson

his delightful scene of music-making in the Welsh hills is an excellent example of work
by the much-travelled Julius Caesar Ibbetson, a technically very adept painter, engraver,

theatre designer — and forger.

A Yorkshireman by birth, he first came to
attention with his copies of work by land-
scape artists such as Nicolaes Berchem and
Richard Wilson. Later Ibbetson was able
to adopt a more respectable (if less lucra-
tive) career illustrating his own travels with
scenes of rural life that he encountered. He
visited both South Africa and Java, but he
was also famous for scenes he painted on his
visits closer to home, including Wales (in
1792) and the English Lake District.

This rather idealised scene shows a
rocky outcrop near Conwy in North Wales.
Perhaps it’s on the edge of an eisteddfod or a
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fair. Some of the peasants are singing penil-
llion accompanied by the blind harpist John
Smith, while others are pictured listening
to the impromptu concert. A second harp-
ist and a pair of dancers can be seen in the
background. The watercolour repays carefu
study, as it is full of lively characterisation
and keen social observation.

The harp is not shown in ggeat
but it is being played on thgfleft shoul
typical of the way that the i
played in Wales.

The undoubted skill of the args at its
best in the nostalgic scene of nearby Conwy
Castle probably sketched on the same tour.
The chiaroscuro (light and dark) technique
he learnt from forging Dutch artists is p
to good use in the depiction of the md@o
lit cloudscape shining over the g icige
castle. He may have pictured Pai
ing in the foreground, maki¥
the ferry.
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Conwy Castle
Julius Caesar Ibbetson, 1794
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What He Saw

Was What You Got

DAVID LEWIS , c1732
William Hogarth

N ot many famous people have a roundabout named after them, and very few of them are
artists. But driving from London towards Heathrow Airport, just as the busy streets give
way to the M4 viaduct, the Hogarth Roundabout is encountered. This massive traffic junction
lies just yards from the former Chiswick country house of one of England’s greatest painters.

Hogarth is best known for his moralistic
prints, the most famous of which formed the
series The Rake’s Progress. These theatrical
depictions of everyday life were packed with
humour, perceptive caricature, creative detail
and a good deal of vulgarity. They made him
famous in his own time, and gained him an
international prestige which his name has
continued to bear up to the present day. In the
twentieth century the story was set to music
by Stravinsky with libretto by WH Auden.
This is an appropriate point to caution the
reader against the comfortable view that the
harp was an instrument invariably associated
with genteel social circles. This is because
in the only other known picture of a harp
by Hogarth, the instrument appears in the
notorious brothel known as The Rose Tavern
(the subject of the third picture in the Rake’s
Progress series). The blind harpist seems to

be plucking away blissfully unaware of the
frenzied orgy and general mayhem
place elsewhere in the room. Thed
appears to be superficially si
pictured opposite, but in thil
ally bears the figure of King
harp on the fore-pillar.

But Hogarth’s fame does not rest solely
on his moralistic paintings and prints.

William Hogarth was the son of a
poor innkeeper and was apprenticed to
engraver. He largely taught himself to
with paint, and had few artists §
could model his style, the cxe
the most successful painter O
James Thornhill. With the be
own graphic and social skills, and
the useful additional advantage of marriage

to Thornhill’s daughter, Hogarth managed
to rise rapidly up the social hierarchy.

Until his time, portraiture had been an
art form of low regard in England, where
society favoured ‘historical’ pictures in the
Italian style, mainly of scenes from classical
mythology or the bible. Hogarth was dispar-
aging about the use of such references in art,
satirised them in his moral prints and avoided
them in his portraits. In doing so, he found
himself less favoured by some circles in the
artistic community. But his legacy was the
establishment of a distinctive ‘English’ style.
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Georgian Sensuality

LOUISA, LADY CLARGES, 1778
Thomas Gainsborough

homas Gainsborough is the English portraitist of the Georgian period whose work is

most enjoyed today. The son of a Suffolk schoolmaster, he impressed his father with his
pencilling skills and at the age of 14 was sent off to London to study art. With encouragement
from William Hogarth, Richard Wilson and others he was able to gain an income by drawing
and painting from an early age, but it was only after he moved to Bath in 1759 that he managed
to attract serious attention as a portraitist from leading members of Georgian society.

His delicate rococo colouring and loose
brushwork imbue his paintings with a
unique life and sensuality. When at work he
stood back from his easel and painted with
a long brush, and for that reason his work,
like that of some impressionists, is often best
observed from a distance. Gainsborough
was himself a harpist and a friend of many
in artistic and musical circles. A number
of leading musicians of the day feature in
his finest pictures. These include the best
known image of the composer JC Bach (son
of Johann Sebastian), shown below, and the
magnificent double portrait of the distin-
guished singers Elizabeth and Mary Linley,
which hangs in the entrance hall of Dulwich
Picture Gallery.

Although his brilliance became univer-
sally recognised in the artistic world and
he was a favourite of the Royal Family,
Gainsborough was not always able to main-
tain good relations with the art establishment.

Something of a free spirit and never an ‘aca-
demic’ painter, he fell out with Sir Joshu
Reynolds and the Royal Academy in 1777
following a spat about the positioning
pictures in the summer exhibiti

ture she is clearly shown to be serious about
her playing, perhaps belying Fanny Burney’s
comment (quoted by Ann Sumner) that she
was ‘sportive, heedless, happy, and when sk
chose it, captivating’. The instrument j
is depicted in good detail and 1
nitely a functioning single actj
possibly by the Paris builder,
such it is an interesting compari
preceding portrait by GainsborouZ@€ older
contemporary, where the instrument’s role
hardly goes beyond that of an ornament.
Louisa’s face is beautifully painted; her hair
is ‘up’ and decorated with pearls, her com-
plexion luminous.

According to Ann Griffiths (also as quoted
by Sumner) her stylised hands are shown to
be employing the new five-finger playing
technique, taught by Madame de Genlis,
the celebrated French teacher and writer.
(Madame de Genlis 1s illustrated in the tri-
ple portrait by Giroust in this book, where
her pupil also seems to be employing this
technique.) Unlike many of Gainsborough'’s
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Exiled from France

JULIETTE DE VILLENEUVE, 1824

Jacques-Louis David

his huge and maghnificent portrait was little known and had never been reproduced until

1997 when it was acquired by the Louvre museum from the sitter’s family. As the last large
original painting by David, and a rare full-length portrait by the master (completed when the
artist was 77 years old while in exile in Brussels), it has been instrumental in cementing the
status of the work that he was doing towards the end of his life.

Always a political figure as well as an artist,
Jacques-Louis David had been a prominent
supporter of, and propagandist for the French
Revolution of 1789. Unlike many artists,
particularly those with aristocratic connec-
tions, he was able to stay on in France, even
during the “Terror’ but later, tarred with the
brush of association with the Committee of
Public Safety he only narrowly avoided being
executed alongside his friend Robespierre.
When more peaceful times returned, he
was released from prison, remarried his
former wife (who had been sympathetic to
the ancien régime) and, with an eye for the
direction in which political power was shift-
ing, requested a sitting with a certain general
Napoleon. After the coup d’état of 1799, when
his sitter became First Consul of France, he
was commissioned to paint another picture
of him, this time a propagandist depiction
of his crossing of the Alps. He was then able

to return to his career as a state sponsored
painter of historical works, and portraitist of
the front rank.

Following the battle of Waterloo and
Napoleon’s defeat and exile to St Heleffa,

seemed for a while that David
national sentiment, change
second time and join ranks
Bourbon monarchy in Paris.
decided to move to Brussels w
able to spend time more congenially among

gh

exiled relatives and former associates of
Napoleon.

Among them was Juliette de Villene
(1802—1840), closely connected to
Bonaparte family by two of he ¥
her own marriage. She was thg
in Bruxelles frequented by D3

As in the earlier portraits by I3
Sully, the harp is used as an impre
and foil for the sitter, and she is again in the
act of tuning her instrument. The harp itself
(an Erard ‘Empire’) is beautifully and real-
istically depicted with loose string ends and
carefully painted details. The older master’s
hard-edged neoclassical lines and restrained
tones seen here are in dramatic contrast to
Lawrence’s lush Regency colouring and
Racburn’s deep romantic glimmering in
nearly contemporary portraits earlier in this
book.

In the Giroust triple portrait a number
of objects of significance seem to have been
deliberately positioned about the room. The
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